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Abstract 
 
This article examines how spatial planning systems have changed in Portugal, Spain, Italy 
and Greece in times of economic recession and austerity politics, in amid pressures of 
external actors and local conditions and traditions. We analyse the round of reforms of spatial 
planning and territorial governance implemented by national governments under pressures by 
European institutions, as well as local responses to them. On the one hand, we highlight how 
European institutions have used the conditionalities attached to bailout packages and other 
instrument of pressure to frame what can be considered an implicit Southern European spatial 
planning policy developed by the European Union. On the other, we suggest that Southern 
European planning amid crisis and austerity should be understood, together, as field that 
problematizes the idea of Europeanization of planning; a space used as ‘prototype’ for new 
rounds of neoliberalization; and a political space that continuously develops through top-
down/bottom-up dialectic conflicts. 
 
Introduction 
 
Southern European spatial planning systems and territorial governance have been under 
pressure since the beginning of the global economic crisis and were blamed for their 
incapacity of preventing – and their role in boosting – real estate and construction bubbles 
which, inter alia, caused or intensified the crisis in Portugal, Spain, Italy and Greece (Cotella 
  
et al. 2016; Ponzini 2016). As a consequence, national governments have, in times of austerity 
pushed by European institutions, launched a set of reforms that changed Southern European 
spatial planning systems and territorial governance in depth, impacting over a field that had 
gone through significant processes of change since, at least, the 1990s. This set of reforms, as 
we shall see, had quite homogeneous rationales, irrespective of the different crisis trajectories 
and policy traditions of the four countries. 
As such, Southern European spatial planning and territorial governance constitute a unique 
space to understand the intersection between fast changes in times of crisis and austerity, and 
long trends of persistence/change. However, even if there exists a rich literature on causes and 
effects of crisis and austerity in Southern Europe (see, among others, Hadjimichalis 2011; the 
special issue of City 18[4/5], 2014; Knieling and Othengrafen 2016; Janin Rivolin 2017), 
much less has been written about the impacts of austerity politics on spatial planning systems 
and territorial governance, with few exceptions about specific topics or geographic contexts 
(e.g. Ponzini, 2016; Tulumello 2016). To shed more light on the interrelations between crisis, 
austerity regimes, spatial planning systems and territorial governance, our contribution to this 
special issue revolves around two research questions. How have crisis and austerity impacted 
spatial planning and territorial governance in Southern Europe? And, how are current reforms 
of spatial planning and territorial governance in these countries influenced by the demands of 
European Union (EU) institutions and austerity politics? 
By answering these questions, the aim of this article is to reflect on the significance of 
rapid processes of change – amid pressures of external actors, such as international creditors – 
for the present and future of spatial planning principles, strategies and instruments. In line 
with recent critiques of the dominance of taxonomical approaches in existing comparative 
planning studies (see Tulumello et al. 2018), we expect to enrich the understanding of policy 
  
change by focusing on the way spatial planning systems and territorial governance are shaped 
by a mix of internal conditions and cultures, and external pressures. 
Our empirical reconstruction of changes in national spatial planning systems and territorial 
governance policies is based on the analysis of EU policy documents on financial bailouts, 
and of national policy or statutory documents that came into force during the austerity period 
in Portugal, Spain, Italy and Greece. In the case of Greece, we further carried out four 
interviews in 2016 and 2017 with senior planners to overcome the language barrier and to 
complement our understanding of the processes. Finally, we compared and analysed data 
collected in parallel researches (e.g. Knieling and Othengrafen 2016; Tulumello 2016; Nadin 
et al. 2018) to gain a deeper understanding on the trajectories of change in domestic territorial 
governance and spatial planning systems and practices. 
Our argument is structured in four steps. First, we review the explanations about the causes 
of economic crisis in Southern Europe to highlight the complexity of national trajectories; and 
then focus on the role of territorial development and planning in generating some 
preconditions for crisis. Second, we focus on the dominant anti-crisis response, that is, 
austerity, reviewing discussions about the role of European institutions in pushing for it and 
its impacts on territorial development and planning. Third, we call for the need of a systematic 
exploration of policy change in spatial planning and territorial governance amid crisis and 
austerity in Southern Europe; and suggest that the concept of Europeanization offers a 
theoretical framework for conceptualizing the mentioned change. Fourth, we analyse the 
reforms promoted during the crisis and amid austerity: new spatial planning laws with the 
purpose of re-launching real estate and construction; territorial governance reforms in the 
name of expenditures’ rationalization; and local policymaking in conflict with top-down 
austerity. In conclusion, we set out a tentative theorization of ongoing processes. On the one 
hand, we highlight how the analysed reforms are framed within a rather coherent ‘Southern 
  
European EU spatial planning policy’ or, paraphrasing Doling’s discussion in the field of 
housing (2006), a EU spatial planning policy ‘by stealth’. On the other hand, we question 
whether Southern European spatial planning should be understood as a challenging field for 
Europeanization due to its traditions and path dependencies; a space used as ‘prototype’ for 
testing policy solutions; or a political space that continuously develops through top-
down/bottom-up dialectic conflicts. 
 
Economic crisis in Southern Europe – and the role of spatial planning and territorial 
governance 
 
The recent economic crisis that affected Southern European countries was considered to be 
caused by a combination of weak economic performance with institutional or political 
mismatches (Chuliá, Guillen and Santolino 2016, 19). Still, there are important differences in 
the trajectories of Portugal, Spain, Italy and Greece (see; Knieling and Othengrafen 2016; 
Perez and Matsaganis 2017; Manasse and Katsikas 2018). In Portugal and Greece, an 
important role has been played by economic models based on sectors with low productivity 
and high employment – and hence low wages, large proportion of unskilled workers and 
stagnant productivity (Reis and Rodrigues 2011; Labrianidis and Vogiatzis 2013; Carneiro, 
Portugal and Varejão 2013). In Greece this caused that wages in the public sector had been 
increased on basis of political decisions to stimulate the (local) domestic demand and 
economic growth. In absence of a concurrent productivity growth, this has been dependent on 
borrowing (Tsakalotos 2011); and the fall of interest rates caused by the participation of 
Greece in the Eurozone further pushed in this direction. According to Serroas and colleagues 
(2016, 120), ‘this inevitably resulted in a major imbalance between state expenses and 
  
financial ability as well as borrowing and repayment ability.’ When interest rates started 
growing again as a result of the global financial crisis, this gave rise to massive budget deficit, 
resulting in a simultaneous inability to attract further external finance (idem, 121). The case of 
Italy, by far the largest economy in Southern Europe, however suggests that things are more 
complex. Italy has been suffering of ‘low growth, old age, low productivity and institutional 
sclerosis’ (Blyth 2013, 68); but also of the long term decline of the construction and real 
estate sector that had been crucial for the growth of the country in the post-World-War-Two 
age (cf. Salzano 1998). 
The latest point reminds us that public expenditure is just one part of the picture and that 
urbanization economies played an important role as well. On the one hand, urbanization has 
been one of the drivers for economic development; but, on the other hand, it has been 
accomplished to a large extent through loans and debts that have contributed to the 
speculative bubble of the real estate markets and the eruption of the crisis, first in the USA, 
then in Southern European cities. Critical scholars have thus suggested that the post-2007 
crisis was in fact an urbanization crisis, growing out of speculative investments relating to the 
built environment and to the redistribution of real income embedded in the operations of the 
capitalist city (García 2010; Harvey 2012; Seixas et al. 2016). This was particularly evident in 
Spain, a bank dominated economy (Akin et al. 2014, 3), where the growth model was also 
highly dependent on domestic demand, but more specifically on construction and property 
development activities (García 2010; Romero, Melo and Brandis 2016, 73).1 Following 
Carballo-Cruz (2011, 309), ‘the disproportionate growth in the real estate sector, coupled with 
the expansion of credit needed to finance it, is at the basis of economic imbalances.’ The 
                                                 
1 The excessive dependence of the economy on the construction sector is visible in Greece as well, and this is 
also a characteristic of the Italian economy since the second half of the 1900. 
  
massive credits granted to construction and property development activities caused an 
exposure of the banking industry on housing (idem; Chuliá, Guillen and Santolino 2016), 
meaning that banks provided low-interest mortgages to house purchasers (and brought debts 
to households and companies). Household mortgages were at the peak 65% of the Spanish 
GDP and loans to real estate developers and construction firms accounted for another 45% of 
the GDP (Akin et al. 2014, 3-4).2 In Portugal, where in the pre-crisis period public debt was 
extremely low, the massive private indebtedness – that was transferred to the public sector by 
bank bailouts in the aftermath of the financial crisis – was primarily due to households’ 
mortgages, and the real estate and construction sector (Santos, Teles and Serra. 2014). 
This brief summary of the trajectories of Southern European countries shows, on the one 
hand, the complex and variegated nature of the economic crisis; and, on the other hand, the 
centrality of territorial development in the creation of pre-conditions for the crisis. If 
urbanization economies were crucial in triggering the crisis, spatial planning and territorial 
governance had clearly played a role. In Spain, for example, where urban development was 
mainly driven by the construction industry, ‘regulatory planning is rejected, metropolitan 
forms of governing the territory are absent, public-private partnerships are privileged, [and] 
the role of the public sphere is reduced’ (Romero, Melo and Brandis 2016, 74). Urban 
projects and mega events are favored by politicians and the construction industry, supported 
by large public sector investments in infrastructures of doubtful profitability, and 
implemented through ad hoc partial plans and integrated action plans (idem, 75-79).  
                                                 
2 In Greece, the residue of housing loans increased dramatically from 17 billion Euro in 2000 to 93.7 billion Euro 
in 2007 (Triantafyllopoulos and Kanyla 2010). 
  
The traditional explanation of these problems has been found in the dominance of 
‘conformative approaches’ to spatial planning in Southern European countries (Janin Rivolin 
2008; Knieling et al. 2016). Conformative systems, characterised by rigid regulations and 
zoning codes, have been problematic in terms of ‘public value-capturing’ over time due to the 
attribution of building rights through local plans (Gielen and Tasan-Kok 2010, Janin Rivolin 
2017). In turn, this tended to increase the rigidity of planning tools, with any attempt to 
reform them that implied the assignation of additional rights. Such situation, together with the 
absence of comprehensive urban (and national) strategies as well as of local programming 
capacity (Cotella and Janin Rivolin 2011, 43; Lingua and Servillo 2014, 128) and the delay 
that some countries such as Portugal or Greece experienced in the development of urban 
master plans (Oliveira and Breda-Vázquez 2011, 66-67), led to intense construction activities. 
This situation has been amplified over time by national cuts over municipal budgets, which 
forced municipal governments to sell public land and encourage new developments to benefit 
from building taxes. 
 
Austerity in Southern Europe and its territorial effects 
 
In face of the economic crisis, various anti-crisis policies have been introduced. However, 
irrespective of the peculiarities of national contexts, for the national governments of Portugal, 
Spain, Italy and Greece, supported by either centre-right parties or large coalitions, austerity 
has been the only game in town – at least until 2015, when in Greece and Portugal new 
governments supported by centre-left and left-wing parties have partially broken with 
austerity. Austerity is commonly associated to policies conducted to reduce budget deficits 
using combinations of spending cuts and tax rises (see Donald et al. 2014; Marti-Costa and 
  
Tomàs 2017). The (apparent) paradox between different trajectories and similar responses has 
sparked discussion (see below), especially about the extent to which political reforms in 
Southern Europe, in areas such as labour market, pensions and economic governance, have 
been introduced from the top by the EU. With regards to economic governance, there seems 
to be agreement on the fact that the European Commission has strengthened its role (Bauer 
and Becker 2014). Especially in the countries undergoing external bailouts, reforms, included 
in memoranda of understanding and monitored during and after the bailout period, have been 
required by creditors including the European Central Bank and European Commission 
(Clauwert and Schömann 2012). This is particularly observable in Greece, while in Portugal 
things have been made more complex by the role of the Constitutional Court in vetoing some 
reforms and budget cuts (Magone 2014). Also in Italy, which did not undergo a bailout, the 
EU has pushed structural reforms using an ‘implicit conditionality’ (Sacchi 2015). ‘Actual or 
potential access to EU financial support – carried out through purchase of Italy’s bonds to 
alleviate market tensions on its debt – was the implicit carrot. The threat of having to enter 
formalized, explicit conditional lending programmes […] was the implicit stick. Market 
discipline was the operating mechanism that made implicit conditionality effective’ (idem, 
78).3 
                                                 
3 At the same time, however, some national governments and (especially centre-right) political parties may have 
exploited the crisis as an opportunity. According to Hopkin and Dubin (2014), in Italy and Spain political parties 
have tried to strengthen their electoral position by delivering policies to favour their key constituents. Moury and 
Standring (2017) suggest that in Portugal, while the bailout has limited the executive autonomy, it also made 
them stronger in relation to domestic actors, giving strong arguments to deliver reforms allegedly necessary to 
save the country. Indeed, in 2015, toward the end of the mandate during which the deepest austerity measures 
had been implemented, the former Portuguese Ministry of Health proudly claimed: ‘fomos para alem da Troika’, 
  
Austerity policies also deeply impact territorial development, by intensifying uneven 
socio-spatial developments (Peck 2012, 633). As cities under austerity regimes become more 
reliant on their own resources, wealthier cities perform better than less developed cities or 
regions. Indeed, after a period of convergence and reduction of regional and national 
polarization, economic polarization in Southern European states – particularly within member 
states – increased again since the 2007 financial crisis (Pinho, Andrade and Pinho 2010; 
Hadjimichalis 2011; Chuliá, Guillen and Santolino 2016). The intensification of uneven 
development led by austerity politics brings with it increased difficulties to deliver policy 
solutions and provide services at the local level (Silva and Bucek 2014; Marti-Costa and 
Tomàs 2017, 2109). Austerity – be it directly pushed by memoranda of understanding in 
countries under bailout or chosen by national governments – led to the dismantling of the 
already weak welfare state (Cotella et al. 2016; Arampatzi 2017). Under austerity, local 
authorities are forced to become more entrepreneurial in order to promote economic 
development, thus paving the way to large-scale privatizations of municipal assets to reduce 
indebtedness (Wollmann 2014, 68; Hadjimichalis 2014).4 
This entrepreneurial orientation becomes also visible when considering spatial planning 
and territorial governance. Getimis, Reimer and Blotevogel (2014, 298), for example, 
conclude that spatial planning in times of the crisis has moved ‘towards “market-led” 
planning, in order to facilitate private investments and to overcome planning burdens through 
                                                                                                                                                        
‘we went beyond the Troika’ (troika is a term ironically used to refer to the three lenders International Monetary 
Fund, European Commission and European Central Bank). 
4 In some Spanish cities such as Madrid or Valencia this development has been going on for quite some time: as 
shown above, an entrepreneurial approach to spatial planning and missing regulations have been among the 
driving forces of the economic crisis. 
  
outsourcing specific planning services.’ At the same time, this also included the ‘weakening of 
strict environmental and planning regulations and “bypassing” of planning burdens through 
specific planning regulations’ (idem, ibidem). 
 
Conceptualising spatial planning policy change under crisis and austerity 
 
The aforementioned general considerations calls for a systematic exploration, and possibly 
for a theorization, of policy change in spatial planning and territorial governance in Southern 
Europe during the years of crisis and austerity – the objective to which we shall turn now. 
Acknowledging the role played by European institutions in pushing austerity as the dominant 
answer to economic crisis (see previous section), our systematic exploration includes an 
analysis of the role of said institutions. And it is by focusing on vertical relationships among 
levels of government that we shall take some preliminary steps toward a theorization of recent 
policy changes in this area. 
The concept of Europeanization offers a particularly useful lens in this respect (Olsen 
2002; Featherstone and Radaelli 2003; Radaelli 2004). Indeed, the EU has long been involved 
in triggering policy change in spatial planning and territorial governance (Giannakorou 2005; 
Janin Rivolin and Faludi 2005; Stead and Cotella 2011). Despite never having been endowed 
with formal competence on spatial planning by Member States, European institutions have 
influenced domestic spatial planning and territorial governance by setting common goals for 
the development of the European territories, funding collaborative research projects on spatial 
development and research through the European Spatial Planning Observation Network 
(ESPON) since 2001, and fostering the cooperation and transfer of best practices (Radaelli 
  
2002; ESPON and Politecnico di Torino 2014, Janin Rivolin and Cotella, 2013; Cotella, Janin 
Rivolin and Santangelo 2015). 
Building a conceptual framework for exploring the influence of the EU over domestic 
spatial planning and territorial governance has been the purview of the field of comparative 
studies of planning systems (Böhme and Waterhout 2008; Cotella and Janin Rivolin 2015; 
Nadin et al. 2018), which has been inspired by the publication of the EU Compendium of 
Spatial Planning Systems and Policies in 1997 (CEC 1997). In particular, the Compendium 
included Mediterranean countries into the so-called ‘urbanism tradition’, with a strong 
architectural focus, including urban design, townscape and building control, and where 
various laws and regulations exist without a coherent system or general public support (idem, 
37; see also Lingua and Servillo 2014, 128). In line with this conceptualization, Southern 
European spatial planning systems have often been referred to as ‘immature’ (CEC 1997; 
Nadin and Stead 2013), and hence in need to converge toward ‘mature’ systems, that is 
Central and North-western, ‘more efficient’ and ‘productive’ systems. Indeed, the last few 
decades have seen significant changes in Southern European spatial planning, which has 
departed from the urbanism paradigm, undergoing diversification, progressively 
complementing land-use regulation with a number of innovative elements often resulting 
from the social experience of planning practice (Janin Rivolin and Faludi 2005; Governa and 
Salone 2005). Some observers therefore termed the late 1990s and the 2000s as the years of 
the Europeanization of the Italian (Cotella and Janin Rivolin 2011) and Portuguese (Oliveira 
and Breda-Vázquez, 2011) planning systems; and significant impacts have been also found in 
Greece (Giannakorou 2005) and Spain (Farinos Dasí, González and Madariaga 2005). And 
yet, the Europeanization did not prevent those spatial planning systems to be complicit in the 
explosion of the economic crisis, as we have seen. Though the exploration of the specific 
relations of cause and effects between the transformations dubbed as Europeanization and the 
  
burst of the crisis is outside the scope of this paper, this brief discussion suggests the need for 
a more context-specific and nuanced understanding of processes of policy change; and for 
questioning the role played by European institutions in the process. 
We shall do this by borrowing an idea developed by Doling (2006) with particular 
reference to the field of housing. Doling has suggested that the EU has developed a housing 
policy ‘by stealth’, by means of achieving specific outcomes through regulations and 
decisions in other areas – for instance, impeding to use of Structural Funds for housing 
programmes or using financial deregulation as a way to favour access to credit and hence 
homeownership. By analogy, it is possible to hypothesize that the EU may have fostered a sort 
of spatial planning policy ‘by stealth’ in Southern Europe in times of crisis and austerity – and 
we shall verify this hypothesis in the following chapters.5 
  
Spatial planning and territorial governance under austerity: the EU, national reforms 
and local change 
 
Be they pushed by external creditors, be they willing to go beyond creditors’ requests, or 
be they moved by political opportunity, Southern European policymakers have been 
                                                 
5 It is important to remind that, also in this area, governments may have exploited the crisis to implement policies 
they wanted to implement in the first place, as this excerpt from an interview with a Portuguese Secretary of 
State suggests (Moury and Standring 2017, 10): ‘in urban renewal, the Memorandum includes a rapid eviction 
process that takes place out of the courts; this is strongly contested by lawyers and the judicial professions 
because they make money from the processes and the lengthy proceedings. It was included in the Memorandum 
to give it the force of an agreement with the Troika and so something that had to be done.’ However, this aspect 
will not be analysed in more detail as it is not presenting our main research focus. 
  
extremely active during the years of the crisis. Many reforms have been passed in the name of 
increasing ‘efficiency of public administration’, cutting ‘red tape’, fostering ‘competiveness’ 
(hence economic rebound and job creation) and increasing ‘transparency’.6 To understand the 
impacts of austerity on spatial planning systems this section will, first, analyse the reforms of 
spatial planning and the introduction of new laws on the matter; second, focus on territorial 
governance reforms; and, third, briefly present the different paths emerged at the local scale. 
 
New spatial planning laws 
 
In 2014, general laws on spatial planning and land use regulations were passed in Portugal 
(Law 31/2014 about ‘Guidelines for public policy about land, regional and urban planning’)7 
and Greece (Law 4269/2014 about ‘Spatial and urban planning’)8 at the explicit request of 
conditionalities agreed with external creditors. Though the first memorandum of 
understanding signed by Portugal did not make reference to spatial planning, requirements in 
the fields of transport, services and housing pointed to the simplification of procedures for 
spatial development (EC 2011b).9 The fifth review of the memorandum, then, explicitly 
                                                 
6 Terms pinpointing the memoranda of understanding signed by Portugal (2011) and Greece (2011, 2012 and 
2015). 
7 Accompanied by the New Juridical Regime of Territorial Management Instruments (Decree-Law 80/2015) and 
the New Regime of Classification, Reclassification and Qualification of Land (Regulatory Decree 15/2015). 
8 Complemented by special regimes to ease the privatization of public real estate (Law 3986/2011) and strategic 
investments (Law 3894/2010, amended by Law 4146/2013). 
9 Requests to privatize part of the rail system (EC 2011b, 85), abolish authorizations/licensing for the wholesale 
and retail sector (idem, 87), liberalize the rental market (idem, ibidem), simplify the rules for renovation, 
  
requested to ‘review the legal regimes at all levels of Government in the area of territorial 
planning, in order to increase and facilitate the establishment of investors while at the same 
time limiting urban sprawl’ (EC 2012a, 78). It is worth noting that the page about 
‘environment and territory planning’ of the memorandum is under the section ‘licensing 
environment’ and that the requested reforms aim to align spatial planning with the Industrial 
Licensing regime. This may appear as a strategy to bypass the fact that the EU has not formal 
competence over spatial planning. 
In line with the memorandum, the national government stressed the intention to make 
planning more ‘flexible’ and strengthen the ‘strategic’ (i.e., non-statutory) role of municipal 
masterplans (Governo de Portugal 2013). In the new legislation, only two land uses exist, 
urban and rural – all ‘urban’ land can potentially be urbanized. A combined effect of the Law 
31/2014 and Decree-Law 80/2015 is the downgrading of sectoral, regional and national 
planning instruments promoted by the national government to ‘programmes’ without 
mandatory power over private actors (Oliveira, 2015) – the rationale being the simplification 
for investors, who shall find all rules within the municipal masterplan (cf. Governo de 
Portugal 2013). The downgrading of supra-local plans is in explicit contrast with decades of 
efforts for improving regional and national coordination of planning (cf. Campos and Ferrão 
2015). 
Also in the case of Greece, the spatial planning reform was requested by the creditors. The 
memorandum of understanding for the first bailout requests the creation of a land registry (EC 
2010, 91) – also in this case, the provisions are under a different area, ‘business environment’. 
                                                                                                                                                        
including by reducing safety requirements and granting landlords the possibility to terminate rent contracts 
(idem, 88). 
  
The fourth review of the first adjustment programme called for the need to operationalize 
spatial planning and land use frameworks (EC 2011a, 42-43), while the second adjustment 
programme explicitly required reforms in this field. The 2012 memorandum required, among 
‘growth-enhancing structural reforms’ in the business environment section, to revise the 
regional spatial plans ‘to make them compatible with the sectoral plans on industry, tourism, 
aquaculture and renewable energy’, and to ‘simplify and reduce time needed for town 
planning processes’ (EC 2012c, 154). A new planning law was soon introduced (Law 
4269/14), giving birth to Special Spatial Plans that shall facilitate the development of strategic 
public projects and private investments. All in all, procedures for development were 
simplified by: allowing ‘covering of public and urban green spaces with new uses’, ‘case-
specific overpassing of restrictive provisions in residential areas’ and ‘abolition of protective 
provisions at the local level’; ‘promoting tourism uses without planning, within all residential 
areas’; and introducing ‘post hoc many intransparent amendments to planning acts’ (WWF 
2014a, 5-6). The inclusion of the law’s full implementation among the key requirements of 
the third financial assistance programme of 201510 confirms that it was fully in line with 
creditors’ requirements. 
In Italy, in absence of explicit European requests, a quasi-reform of spatial planning was 
passed. The Decree-Law 133/2014 (about ‘Urgent measures about launching of construction 
works, building of public works, digitalization, bureaucratic simplification, hydrogeological 
instability, and recovery of production activity’) is not a comprehensive planning law,11 but a 
                                                 
10 Available at https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/01_mou_20150811_en1.pdf (accessed 30 November 
2019). 
11 In Italy, spatial planning is a competence shared with regional governments. Regions develop their own spatial 
planning laws within the frame of the national framework law 
  
set of regulations that allow to act in derogation to statutory planning and speed up the 
privatisation of public real estate. The ‘urgency’, evident in the decision to use a decree-law 
(which, in Italy should be used for urgent legislation only), was that of relaunching the 
economy, by ‘unjamming’12 the red-tape that public discourse traditionally associates to 
spatial planning in Italy.13 
Spain was the only country not to pass spatial planning reforms at the national level, 
having most competences in this field located at the regional level (comunidades 
autonomas).14 All in all, the national legislation had already made planning laws quite 
‘efficient’ and investor-friendly. A 1998 reform (Land Use Law 6/1998) increased flexibility 
of land uses and building controls, at the same time reducing administrative controls (Cladera 
and Burns 2000). After the burst of the real estate bubble, a new reform (Land Use Law 
8/2007) tried to introduce some restrictions in the capacity of municipalities to create 
developable land, still falling short of having significant effects (Mora et al. 2011). In short, 
and despite the mentioned regional differences, the core object of Spanish spatial planning has 
long been ‘creating’ developable land (see also Vives and Rullan 2014).15 When providing 
                                                 
12 The law was dubbed Sblocca Italia, Unjam Italy. 
13 Italian planning has historically been considered a restrain to economic growth in a country where real estate 
and construction were among the engines of economic growth since the post-WWII boom (Scattoni and Falco 
2011). With more emphasis since the 1980s, the affirmation of liberalist politics was mirrored by discourses 
about planning regulations as ‘big and small laces’ (lacci e lacciuoli) that allegedly tie economic development 
(cf. Salzano 1998). 
14 In 1998, a decision by the Supreme Court reverted the attempts to harmonize planning and land use regulation 
at the national level (see Rullan 1999).  
15 The case of the municipal masterplan of Madrid is quite telling. Approved in 1997, the plan has been declared 
null by the High Court of Justice of Madrid in 2003 because of the missing justification for the transformation of 
  
financial assistance to the Spanish financial sector, the European Commission was aware of 
the central role of speculation and housing bubble in the generation of the crisis, but no 
conditionality clauses were included to regulate the sector and prevent further bubbles to 
generate (EC 2012b).  
 
Territorial governance reforms 
 
Together with spatial planning reforms, we can observe deep reforms of the territorial 
multilevel organization of public governance. We shall see how administrative layers were 
grouped and reshuffled in the name of simplification, increased efficiency and expenditure 
cuts. Also in this field, there seems to exist a coherent ‘European hand’, which guided 
national governments’ action. A caveat is necessary. The discourse surrounding recent reforms 
rests in line with the long path of decentralization of countries that went out, at different 
stages (Italy in 1943, Portugal and Greece in 1974, Spain in 1976), from long centralizing 
dictatorships. As such, those reforms should be comprehended in line with long claims of 
‘delay’ with regard to innovation of territorial management when compared to Western 
European experiences (see, e.g., Seixas and Albet 2012). 
Administrative reform was included in the memorandum of understanding in Portugal (EC 
2011b, 48). Law 22/2012 consolidated the sub-municipal level of parishes (freguesias), 
                                                                                                                                                        
areas previously protected into developable ones. Further revisions of the plan, which kept the lands developable 
while trying to make the planning process more ‘flexible’ (Vitoria 2013, 239), have been declared null again in 
2008, 2012 and 2015, while a new revision had been launched in 2014, but was abandoned because of the 
change of government in 2015. For a period of almost 20 years characterized by governmental continuity, 
Madrid has not had a municipal masterplan in force (see Hernández 2015). 
  
reducing their number by a fourth. The speedy process and the absence of any national/local 
cooperation16 caused many pushbacks from municipalities; and the opportunity for a 
comprehensive debate on territorial governance was missed, the reform being perceived 
locally as another round of expenditure cut (see Seixas et al. 2016, 229-230) and a 
surreptitious recentralization of power (Teles 2016). 
In Greece, the Kalikratis Plan (Law 3852/2010), requested by the first memorandum of 
understanding in name of efficiency and reducing public expenditure (EC 2010, 53), reduced 
by two thirds the number of territorial polities under a discourse of democratization, 
convergence toward federal countries and modernization of governance (Chardas 2014). The 
reform did not change the role of local authorities in spatial planning, which is mostly 
advisory; and in the case of Athens-Attica, the metropolitan planning governance has been 
recentralized, abolishing the organization responsible for the implementation of the Athens 
Master Plan and transferring its responsibilities to the Ministry of Environment and Energy 
(Asprogerakas 2016). 
In Italy, the European Central Bank suggested in 2011, among several reforms, the 
abolition of provinces.17 Law 56/2014 transformed the provinces into covenants of 
representatives of municipalities and established the metropolitan cities (a process launched in 
1990, but never implemented). The reform was brought forward amid claims of reducing 
public expenditure (an extremely powerful political discourse in Italy) and enhancing 
                                                 
16 Municipalities had 90 days to elaborate a proposal of reorganization. Due to absence of time, most 
municipalities presented no proposal and, with few exceptions (like Lisbon, which had launched the reform years 
before), new parishes were designed by a national working group and imposed by law. 
17 Never formally released, the letter, signed by Jean-Claude Trichet and Mario Draghi and dated 5 August, was 
published by the press. Available at www.voltairenet.org/article171574.html (accessed 30 November 2019). 
  
subsidiarity (reducing the number of governmental levels and harmonizing multi-level 
governance). Riboldazzi (2017, 105) emphasized a number of criticalities: the overlap 
between the territories of, and the imbalances of power between, metropolitan cities and 
provinces, as well as between the central municipality and other municipalities in a 
metropolitan region;18 and the confusion with regard to the scope of the metropolitan cities’ 
planning instruments. 
Finally, though not explicitly requested by European institutions, the Spanish government 
launched a comprehensive reform of the public administration. The 2011 constitutional 
reform promoted by a centre-left government, by introducing stricter financial conditionality 
(art. 135), impacted especially the comunidades autonomas, which are principally responsible 
for welfare spending (see Marti-Costa and Tomàs 2017, 2117). In 2013, the centre-right 
Partido Popular, which had been advocating a roll back of regional autonomy,19 took power 
and its 2013 reform of the local administration (Law 27/2013 about ‘Rationalization and 
sustainability of local administration’) is a ‘clear example of a programme of legal 
recentralization, which shows the governmental mistrust in autonomy (in this particular case, 
in local autonomy)’ (Palop 2014, 19). Under a discourse of ‘streamlining’ government, the 
powers of local governments, as well as the capacity of comunidades autonomas to regulate 
these latter, were limited (idem) at the same time as ‘improving the chances of private 
companies to manage local services’ (Marti-Costa and Tomàs 2017, 2118; see also Del Pino 
and Pavolini, 2015). 20 
                                                 
18 Which, in some cases, like Turin, ended up creating political and administrative impasse (see Caruso, Cotella 
and Pede 2016). 
19 As declared, for instance, in 2011, by then leader of the party José María Aznar (La Vanguardia 2011). 
20 The reform was warmly welcomed by the OECD (2013). 
  
These complex processes of rescaling were never complemented by increased financial 
resources for local authorities – quite the opposite. Not only was none of the abovementioned 
reforms integrated by increased transferences from the state or, for instance, the introduction 
of new local taxes (see, e.g., Del Pino and Pavolini 2015; Teles 2016). The reforms were also 
implemented in a context characterized by decreasing incomes for local authorities, both 
because of the economic crisis and rounds of cuts – for instance, in Italy the municipal 
property tax was abolished in 2011 amid the economic crisis and right before the crisis of the 
sovereign debt. 
 
The local against the national/European? 
 
While the national-level dynamics of change show many degrees of coherence, quite 
different goals have been prioritized at the local level. Cities of all four countries have been 
the places where crisis and austerity have been contested and alternatives emerged via public 
protests against austerity (Accornero and Pinto 2015) and new forms of local organization 
(Kaika and Karaliotas 2016; García-Lamarca 2017). With more evidence in Spain and Italy, 
the burgeoning of new political actors, particularly in big cities,21 resulted in increasing 
dialectic between cities and national governments. Some local experiences are trying to scale 
up their action at the same time as reasserting the centrality of local politics, the most known 
                                                 
21 See the very different experiences of coalitions between left-wing, centre-left parties and Podemos in Spain 
(e.g. Barcelona, Madrid, Seville and Valencia), and the cities won by the 5 Stars Movement (e.g. Rome and 
Turin) and the cities (e.g. Naples, Palermo and Messina) governed by independent left-wing platforms, in some 
cases loosely united with mainstream centre-left parties, in Italy. 
  
example being the ‘municipalist’ network guided by Barcelona en Comu, the coalition 
governing Barcelona.22 
Amid this political climate, many cities have been acting in different, when not opposite, 
directions to those pushed by national reforms, as we shall exemplify with a brief discussion 
of approaches to public participation and the tourism – real estate nexus. As we shall see, the 
emerging local trends are everything but linear and, in the variety of existing experiences, 
there is nothing similar to the coherence of national reforms above discussed. First, in 
opposition to the way national reforms have been curtailing space for participation in spatial 
planning, many local governments have been betting on citizens’ participation to increase 
legitimacy of policy and spending (in the context of reduced resources). This was particularly 
evident in Portugal and Spain, where, for instance, the multiplication of experiments of 
participatory budgeting has consolidated in the years of the crisis (Dias 2014). Italy has 
shown an opposite trend and, during the years of the crisis, there has been a halt in the longer 
tradition of development of participatory instruments (idem). 
Second, while all national reforms have paved the way for economic growth based on 
construction and real estate, only some cities have embraced these strategies, while others 
have developed attempts at resisting to the national pressures to pursue growth through a new 
round of urban accumulation. This tension is particularly evident with regard to the nexus 
tourism – real estate in major cities, as, during the years of austerity, tourism has been central 
to governments’ growth strategies. In the context of the Portuguese success in becoming a 
‘hip’ touristic destination, the local government of Lisbon has fully embraced the potential of 
tourism and real estate as growth engines, and this has brought about an explosion of housing 
                                                 
22 See International Municipalist Summit ‘Fearless Cities’, held in Barcelona, on June 2017. 
http://fearlesscities.com/ (accessed 30 November 2019). 
  
prices that looks like an unprecedented speculative bubble (see Tulumello 2016; Viera et al. 
2016). This is different from the trajectory of cities like Barcelona and Madrid, which had 
long been successful tourism destination. Here, during the last few years additional pressure 
over housing markets has been brought about by the momentous growth of short-term rentals 
eased by so-called ‘sharing economy’ platforms (see, e.g., Cócola-Gant 2016). But, while 
during the deepest years of the crisis the centre-right mayors had been working to increase 
touristic presences without regulating the housing market, the new mayors elected in 2015 
and supported by left-wing/Podemos coalitions have put housing at the centre of their 
agenda23 and attempted at regulating holiday rentals – regulation made problematic at the 
local scale by generally ‘Airbnb friendly’ national and regional legislations (Encarnación 
2016, 38; see also Navarro and Berrozpe 2016). 
 
Conclusions 
 
This overview of spatial planning and territorial governance reforms in Southern European 
countries in times of crisis and austerity has shown the existence of an overall coherent 
institutional drive at the national level, with a central role of European institutions in pushing 
change. National governments have embraced the EU requests, by reacting to conditionalities 
attached to funding assistance or going beyond them. In the conclusions, we will, first, reflect 
                                                 
23 See, for instance, Barcelona municipality’s website that gather all information regarding housing 
(http://habitatge.barcelona/en) and the Urbact project ‘Intermediation service for people in the process of 
evictions and occupancies’ (http://urbact.eu/intermediation-service-people-process-evictions-and-occupancies) 
(accessed 30 November 2019). 
  
on the impacts of these reforms for spatial planning systems; and, then, put forth some steps 
toward theorization by advancing the hypothesis of a EU spatial planning policy ‘by stealth’. 
 
Impacts of spatial planning reforms under austerity 
 
The new spatial planning laws and territorial governance reforms have a clear impact on 
the local level. New planning laws have in common the simplification of procedures for land-
use change and spatial intervention in exception to regulations, as well as the acceleration of 
procedures for public works. With regards to planning competences at the local level, the 
trend was toward increased localism – evident, for instance, in the downgrading of supra-local 
plans in Portugal – in contradiction with reduced local power, due to the increase of 
procedures to escape municipal regulations. As exposed by non-governmental environmental 
organizations and planners, these laws constitute serious threats to spatial planning and 
environmental legislations in these countries, opening spaces for reinforcing clientelistic 
policymaking processes, selectivity or particularism – marking a regression in comparison 
with the pre-crisis period (WWF 2014a; 2014b; Asprogerakas 2016; Mourão and Marat-
Mendes 2016). 
With regard to territorial governance reforms, the formal discourse about decentralization 
was in fact mirrored by a complex, twofold process of state rescaling: recentralization of 
power on many dimensions of spatial planning versus decentralization not accompanied by 
the provision of the resources necessary to cope with new competences – while local budgets 
were cut due to austerity policies. According to Mendes (2016), the ‘bottom-up’ discourse 
attached to decentralization reforms in Portugal covered up the simple delegation of ‘duties 
and obligations’, without resources. This is in line with long-term trends of restructuring of 
multilevel government, and particularly the way the reshuffling of administrative ‘hard 
  
containers’ has been accompanied by the emergence of new ‘soft spaces’ for governance 
(Allmendinger et al. 2015). The new, ‘soft’ governance arrangements, organized as blurred, 
horizontal associational networks of public, private and civil society actors, have been 
criticised for pointing in the direction of a greater autocratic governmentality (Swyngedouw 
2000; 2005). In the post-crisis context, the new configurations may bring along with them 
further legitimacy and accountability issues in the decision-making processes, with more and 
more planning related decisions to came into power through legislative acts that do not 
require any particular form of consultation, and often substantially lack consistency when one 
examine the broad picture. 
Beyond general issues of policy accountability, an effect of the combination of procedures 
to bypass planning regulations with increased competences at the local level amid shrinking 
resources is the growing risk that urbanization fees may become, once again, the last resource 
for local authorities to provide services; hence added stimulus to the creation of further real 
estate bubbles. Here lies the central contradiction of this round of reforms. Though the role of 
real estate bubbles in the generation of the crisis has been acknowledged and even mentioned 
in some memoranda of understanding, virtually all reforms requested by European institutions 
risk to foster the creation of new bubbles – as particularly evident in Portugal and various 
Spanish towns (Font and Garcia 2015; Banco de Portugal 2018). This has been faced in very 
different ways at the local level, and while some cities (expressively, Lisbon) embraced the 
potential of real estate and construction for growth, others (particularly Spanish cities 
governed by coalitions led by Podemos) have been looking for alternative paths lately. 
 
A EU spatial planning policy by stealth? 
 
  
Reflecting on the role of the EU in the context of crisis and austerity, we have seen how the 
European Commission has, more or less explicitly, fostered spatial planning and territorial 
governance reforms, despite not having formal competence in this area – for instance, by 
including spatial planning reforms among licensing and business environment sections of 
memoranda of understanding. Through the clauses of conditionality attached to financial 
assistance in Portugal and Greece, and indirect pressure in Italy, the European Commission 
has assumed a role as regulator and helmsman, going well beyond the role of coordination 
and harmonization acknowledged in the Treaties. Even if the formal goal of such requests was 
that of creating more business friendly environments and enhance growth, the various 
memoranda of understanding and the exertion of influence of the European Central Bank on 
the Italian government paint a rather coherent framework. This resonates squarely with 
Doling’s discussion of a European housing policy ‘by stealth’ (2006). In this case, given the 
specific spatial focus, one should more appropriately talk of Southern European spatial 
planning policy by stealth developed by the EU in times of crisis and austerity. 
How can we start making sense of the transformations pushed by this policy by stealth, and 
reactions thereof? First, we have seen how local conditions and national planning traditions 
have been clashing with external attempts aiming at homogenization, in terms of ‘one size fits 
all’ policies in the Southern European countries even if the conditions in these countries differ 
from each other. In this light, these attempts may – by replicating ‘solutions’ that were 
efficient in some contexts but that do not seem to have helped in preventing the generation of 
the preconditions for the economic crisis – end up aggravating the very problems they 
intended to solve in the first place. This resonates squarely with recent calls for the need to 
overcome taxonomic and linear explanations of spatial planning evolution (Getimis 2012; 
Tulumello et al. 2018). Second, Southern Europe seems to be also a prototypical space where 
European institutions – in amid austerity politics and with different participation of national 
  
governments – have been able to test and implement spatial planning and territorial 
governance reforms. What we have also seen is the risk that these reforms – irrespective of 
what their original intentions may have been – ultimately end up deepening neoliberal 
governance (see, e.g., Papageorgiou 2017) and relaunch patterns of uneven territorial 
development that the global financial crisis had complicated or halted (cf. Hadjimichalis 
2011). Hence, third, Southern Europe under crisis and austerity is also a political space where 
planning and territorial governance are at the core of contestation and conflict, as particularly 
evident in top-down/bottom-up clashes, but lately, if somehow contradictorily, emerging from 
changing national politics as well.24 Whether the coherent pressures from above or 
fragmentary responses from below will prevail, and what new hegemonies will emerge from 
their clash are crucial issues that will define the state of the European political space in the 
near future. 
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